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Two African states, Tanzania and 
Zambia, are seeking to change the 
ban on trade in ivory at the meeting 
next month of the Convention on the 
International Trade in Endangered 
Species (Cites) in Qatar. But the 
countries face a battle, because 
other states, such as Kenya and 
Mali, are strongly opposed to any 
change and have been lobbying the 
EU in Brussels this month to support 
a block to any change to the ban. 
Tanzania and Zambia wish to sell off 
their stock of ivory and, if permission 
went ahead, it would be the third 
‘one-off’ auction of ivory since the 
world ban came into force 20 years 
ago last month.
The ban was initially successful in 
halting the huge scale of elephant 
killings of the 1980s, when Africa’s 
elephant population fell from 
1,300,000 to 625,000 in a decade.
But following the most recent sale 
in November 2008 of 100 tonnes of 
ivory owned by Botswana, Namibia, 
Zimbabwe and South Africa — 
bought by dealers from China and 
Japan — there has been an upsurge 
in seizures of illegal ivory and of 
elephant poaching. Supporters of 
the ban believe the resumption of 
any trading creates a market into 
which illegal poached ivory can be 
laundered, thereby boosting demand 
for it.
In some central and west 
African countries this is now 
pushing elephants to extinction, 
conservationists say. Chad is 
though to have only a few hundred, 
and Senegal and Liberia may have 
fewer than ten. Sierra Leone’s 
last elephants were wiped out by 
poachers last year.
Reports suggest that in Kenya, 
which has some of the strongest 
wildlife protection legislation in 
Africa, the number of elephants killed 
by poachers rose from 47 in 2007 
to 98 in 2008 and 214 last year. It is 
thought at least 15 tonnes of African 
ivory — the equivalent of up to 1,500 
elephants — were heading to Asia 
last year.
Allan Thornton, head of the 
Environmental Investigation Agency, 
the Washington- and London- based 
group that provided much of the 
evidence of poaching which led to 
the original ban, said: “The present 
level of poaching as a result of 
the illegal ivory trade is already 
devastating and wiping out elephant 
populations across Africa. If this new 
sale went ahead it would be throwing 
fuel on the fire.”
Tanzania and Zambia want to sell 
their stocks of legally acquired ivory, 
from culling or from elephants that 
have died naturally, which amount to 
90 tonnes and 22 tonnes respectively, 
worth a total of $16 million. They also 
want their elephants reclassified from 
Cites Appendix 1, which prohibits all 
trade, to Appendix 2, which allows 
trade if it is monitored.
Two African countries are seeking 
to overturn the ban on trade in ivory. 
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New threats: African elephants may come under new attack if the sale of ivory in two states is sanctioned. (Photo: Michele Burgess/Alamy.)
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When Cites sanctioned the last 
ivory sale in 2007, it was agreed that 
there would be no more such one-off 
sales for at least nine years, and 
Tanzania and Zambia are seen as 
having reneged on this. Their move 
has aroused resentment among 
other African states, which are now 
trying to protect their threatened 
and dwindling elephant populations 
with a motion for next month’s 
meeting calling for a 20- year ban on 
any such sales, from the date of the 
last one.
And delegates from the 
23- government African Elephant 
Coalition have been in Brussels 
trying to persuade the EU 
Commission, the European 
Parliament and EU member states 
to oppose the new sale. “This really 
is the last call for the elephants 
in Africa,” said Bourama Niagate, 
director of parks and natural 
reserves in Mali. “The devastating 
poaching of the 1980s first 
controlled through Cites is now so 
prevalent that the African elephant 
is all but extinct in some countries. 
This is because limited legal sales 
of ivory were allowed in the recent 
past providing the perfect cover 
for illegal trade in poached ivory,” 
he says.
Elephants once ranged widely 
across the whole of sub-Saharan 
Africa but are now found only in 
substantial numbers in the few 
southern countries with policies in 
place to protect them. In Botswana, 
elephant numbers have increased 
with conservation measures over 
the past 40 years to an estimated 
130,000 animals. Zimbabwe says that 
it is now home to more than 100,000 
elephants, but critics says this figure 
may be almost double the true 
numbers. And, of course, elephants 
cross national boundaries so are 
more difficult to census. Numbers 
of southern African elephants 
contrast sharply with those further 
north, where populations are facing 
extinction.
“If we do not let elephant 
populations recover over the next 
20 years by stopping the trade 
entirely, there will be no more African 
elephants outside a few zoological 
specimens in reserves in southern 
parts of Africa. Europe needs to do 
the right thing and back our stance 
now because it is nearly too late,” 
says Niagate.
extraordinary amount, and again 
achieved the distinction of being a B-
student without Bs. Ed Southin taught 
a magnificent course entirely based 
on the literature of the still infant field 
of molecular biology. My interests in 
physics went by the wayside — I was 
entirely hooked by the elegance of 
this science. I got into the laboratory 
of Barad Mukherjee, the first of many 
mentors who were to let me play at 
science unfettered by any disciplined 
plan. I was 18 and infatuated with 
science. I loved every part of it — the 
ideas, the insights in the literature, 
the experiments, the inventive part 
of getting methods to work, the 
excitement of doing new things and 
the thrill of seeing the outcome. After 
42 years, science is still new and 
vibrant, and I am still in love. 
You developed two-dimensional 
gel electrophoresis as a graduate 
student: what motivated this 
work? Though the circumstances 
were complicated and the goal 
outrageously ambitious, the reasons 
were simple. As a student in Boulder 
Colorado, I lost my first advisor, 
Joe Daniel, when he left to take 
a chairmanship. Jacques Pène, a 
young faculty member working on 
bacteriophage gene expression, 
talked to me of his interest in starting 
to work with Volvox, a colonial green 
alga, as a model for developmental 
biology. It is a beautiful organism 
with a remarkably simple embryonic 
development and two-day life cycle. 
I was fascinated by the possibilities 
and I joined his lab to begin this 
project. I quickly discovered that it 
was easy to isolate mutations with 
altered morphology. I wanted to 
dissect the connections between 
gene and morphology. At the time 
(1971), there was one success along 
these lines. The newly introduced 
Laemmli SDS gels resolved most 
of the proteins produced by 
bacteriophage, allowing investigators 
to dissect the progression of gene 
expression during phage infection 
and assess the affects of mutations. 
Because I could synchronize Volvox 
development and could isolate 
mutants, I thought that I could use 
the same experimental paradigm; 
however, I needed a gel system that 
could resolve the much larger number 
of proteins made by a eukaryote. I set 
my goal at squaring the resolution of 
SDS gels by combining two methods 
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of proteins. He moved to UCSF 
for postdoctoral work with Gordon 
Tomkins and subsequently with Bruce 
Alberts. In 1979 he started his own 
laboratory at UCSF, and became one 
of the pioneers of molecular analysis 
of embryonic pattern formation. He 
identified the gene encoding the 
homeodomain protein Engrailed 
and his analysis of its function in 
segmentation defined processes used 
throughout the regulatory cascade 
that patterns the embryos. He then 
turned to a study of the control of 
cell division during development. 
In recent work, he has begun to 
explore mechanisms that integrate 
mitochondrial function with the rest 
of the organism. 
How did you get into biology? 
I seem to have been born into 
it. Not in that I was born into a 
scientific environment. My father 
was in the Canadian military, and 
I grew up going to parochial schools 
and moving every few years. But 
I was born into it in the sense that 
I was very good at some things 
and terrible at others, especially 
spelling. I went through school an 
average ‘B-student’, exceptional 
only in that I accomplished this 
without any Bs. The sciences were 
easy and attractive, but there was 
no illuminated path to a career in 
science. School taught us about 
‘gentlemen’ and monks whose 
individual efforts established the 
foundations of modern science, but 
I assumed I needed to find a real 
career to support a hobby of doing 
experiments. Now, when I anguish 
over the difficulty of funding our work, 
I remember this youthful view and 
marvel that I get paid for what I do. 
Miraculously, when we moved to 
Montreal, McGill admitted me, the 
peculiar B-student. I gained access 
to a wealth of intense science 
courses well above my head. I took 
far too many courses, learned an 
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